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Editorial

Geoff Walters and Giambattista Rossi

Birkbeck, University of London

This collection of articles is the result of a conference on labour market
migration held at Birkbeck, University of London in May 2008. The specific
focus of the conference was to address relevant issues around the subject of
‘feet-drain’, a concept that has recently been coined to describe the migration
of footballers from underdeveloped nations to developed nations. In particular,
the focus of the conference was on understanding different perspectives
surrounding the migration of professional footballers, including clubs, players,
and youth players from within countries that are net importers of players to
countries where players leave to pursue opportunities elsewhere.

The concept of ‘feet-drain’ is particularly pertinent in regard to the European
football industry where labour migration is a key issue. Since the Bosman
ruling in 1995, there has been a marked rise in the number of players from
outside the EU that have migrated to the top football nations in Western
Europe, particularly England, Spain, Italy, Germany and France. In particular,
there has been an increase in the number of African and South American
players playing in Europe. A number of factors underpin this labour market
development. From the perspective of Western European football clubs, it is
far less expensive to recruit players from Eastern Europe, Africa and South
America compared to more established football nations in Europe. There also
exists the possibility of selling a player at a later stage in their career and
realising significant capital gains. As a result, in recent years many European
football clubs have extended and developed highly intricate networks with
which to search for talented players on a global scale. This search has
increasingly been focused not only on professional players but also on youth
players showing the potential for future development. As such, many
professional clubs have developed academies across the globe in the search

for future talent.



From the perspective of players in less-developed nations, the prospect of
earning significantly higher wages in Western Europe than in their own
country is a key pull factor. In addition, poor levels of infrastructure and
professionalism as well as issues of corruption in many less-developed
nations, encourages players to seek employment in Europe. This has
encouraged the development of football academies, particularly in African

nations, which can vary in quality and infrastructure.

This collection of papers brings together the work of leading academics that
are currently researching the area of labour market migration in sport in
addition to practitioner papers written by prominent individuals who deal with
the impacts of labour market migration on a day-to-day basis. The first paper
is written by Wladimir Andreff, one of the most prominent sports economists in
Europe. In the paper, the implementation of a ‘Coubertobin tax’ is presented
as one specific regulatory measure to address the negative effects of muscle
drain which can be felt by nations and players alike. Such a tax would involve
a 1 per cent levy on the transfer fees and the initial wages in each labour
contract signed by players moving to developed host countries from

developing countries.

The second paper, written by Raffaele Poli, examines labour market trends
since the Bosman ruling in 1995 and shows how there has been an increase
in the number of foreign players moving to the English, Italian, German,
Spanish and French leagues. The paper also considers the implications of
increasing foreign players on national team selection and presents data to
suggest that the growth in foreign players has not yet reached a level to
prevent local players from playing for the top five clubs in the five major
European leagues. This is in contrast to the third paper, which looks at the
effect of labour market migration on the English game and argues how the
presence of a large number of overseas players has had a negative impact on
the development of home-grown players and upon the England team. This

paper was originally published by the Professional Footballers’ Association as



a report in December 2007 looking at labour market trends in the Premier

League and has been reproduced with their kind permission.

The fourth paper offers some insights into Premier League Academies.
Richard Elliott draws on interview data to show that the involvement of foreign
players in the academy system also reflects the process of ‘feet-exchange’
whereby the skills and knowledge of the foreign players help to improve the
overall standards of performance for indigenous players. Luca Ferrari, Fillipo
Ricci, Giambattista Rossi and Tommaso Tamburino continue the focus on
youth players and look at the transfer of players from ltaly to the UK. Their
article provides an overview of the youth academy system in Italy and
considers how the rules of the Federazione Italiana Gioco Calcio do little to

prevent the transfer of youth players from the age of 16 from moving abroad.

The final two papers focus on the role of the youth academy in African
football. The first paper is written by Jean-Marc Guillou. He proposes a new
transfer system that aims to promote youth player development and
encourage football clubs and associations to provide the requisite training. It
is suggested that this system would have a positive impact on labour market
migration in the football industry. In contrast, the final paper illustrates some of
the potential negative impacts of labour market migration through the
discussion of four types of football academy that exist in Ghana. This paper is
based on preliminary analysis of an ethnographic study undertaken in Ghana
by Paul Darby. While African academies, Afro-European academies, and
private, charitable or corporate sponsored academies are often well organised
and managed, and can contribute to the development of Ghanaian football
and the local economy, there are also a large number of non-affiliated,
improvised academies which are set up on an ad hoc basis and lack
adequate facilities and involve poorly qualified staff, which can lead to the

exploitation of youth players.



The Economic Effects of ‘Muscle Drain’ in Sport

Wladimir Andreff, Professor at the University Paris 1 Panthéon Sorbonne,
and Honorary President of the International Association of Sport Economists.

Abstract

The basic contention in this paper is that both nations — including national
squads — and some players may be losers when muscle drain develops on a
global scale. On the other hand, there are major winners from muscle drain -
usually European and North American sports clubs and players’ agents
levying extremely significant fees on the international transfer of a player or
athlete. On top of this, in the muscle drain business, private gains accruing to
clubs and agents often prevail over the general interest of international sport
federations and the IOC, governments and nations. As a consequence,
additional regulation of this business is required to have the losers
compensated by the winners of muscle drain, and such requirement goes far
beyond the existing FIFA rules. This paper suggests the implementation of the
so-called “Coubertobin tax” as an additional form of regulation. However, the
“Coubertobin tax” must not be regarded as a panacea. Sport may be better off
comparing and possibly combining it with other policy tools to handle the most
detrimental effects of muscle drain.



1. Introduction

Why use the term ‘muscle drain’ instead of ‘feet drain’ as it is stated in the
conference title? Muscle drain is more appropriate for at least three reasons.
First, this notion has been used in previous publications (Andreff, 2001 &
2004). Secondly, feet drain seems appropriate when pointing at transfers of
football players and all those sportsmen and women whose talent is exhibited
through using their feet. It would hardly pertain to Formula 1 drivers, sailors,
horse riders, and dart or chess players and so on. Finally, the brain is a
muscle as well. In international migration theory, there are a number of
references to brain drain, and its determinants, that could be mobilised for an
analysis of international mobility on the global labour market for sporting

talent.

The basic contention in this paper is that both nations — including national
squads — and some players may be losers when muscle drain develops on a
global scale. On the other hand, there are major winners from muscle drain -
usually European and North American sports clubs and players’ agents
levying extremely significant fees on the international transfer of a player or
athlete. On top of this, in the muscle drain business, private gains accruing to
clubs and agents often prevail over the general interest of international sport
federations and the IOC, governments and nations. As a consequence,
additional regulation of this business is required to have the losers
compensated by winners of muscle drain, and such the requirement goes far
beyond the existing FIFA rules that are currently enforced in the case of
football player transfers. Our own recommendation, which is described below,
is a so-called “Coubertobin tax”. It must not be regarded as a panacea but
sport may be better off comparing and possibly combining it with other policy

tools to handle the most detrimental effects of muscle drain.

2. Muscle drain: some empirical evidence

The first significant international player transfers can be traced back to the

1950s when, for instance in football, a number of foreign superstar players
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moved to Real Madrid such as Kopa, Di Stefano, and Puskas. In the same
decade, the outflow of baseball players from the Dominican Republic towards
North American baseball leagues started to become increasingly significant.
However, it is the globalisation of the labour market for talents which has
really boosted international muscle migration. A basic trigger for such
globalisation was the Bosman case (1995) in football. A similar jurisprudence
was extended to different sports and citizens of Central Eastern European
and CIS countries by the Malaja, Kolpak and Simutenkov cases (Andreff,
2006a). Then, in 2000, a Cotonou agreement signed by the European Union
and 77 African, Caribbean and Pacific countries allowed athlete transfers from
the latter area under the qualification of “assimilated Europeans” (Chaix,
2004), which means that they were considered under the same conditions as
those players who could claim the benefits from the Bosman, Malaja, Kolpak
and Simutenkov jurisprudences. The outcome is a global labour market for

player talents.

Witnessing the main tendencies of muscle drain since 1995, three typical
flows of international player (athlete) mobility emerge. The first one may be
coined a North-North migration, that is players moving across Western
European (namely within the EU), North American and Japanese professional
leagues and championships. A second flow encompasses those athletes
moving from developing countries to developed market economies in North
America, Europe and Japan, i.e. a South-North migration. A certain level of

these transfers relate to the international transfer of teenage players.

2.1. North-North international mobility

Following the Bosman case in 1995 the international mobility of football
players has increased across European leagues. The percentage of foreign
players in European football leagues is on average nearly twice as high in
2006 compared with 1996. In particular, an increasing percentage shows up
in the five major European football leagues in Table 1. According to data
collected by Loic, Ravenel and Poli regarding the five major European football

leagues, 38.7% of all players involved in 2006 were foreign; that is 277
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players of which 50.2% had migrated from other European countries (82
players moving out from France, 41 from the Netherlands, 38 from Portugal,
34 from Denmark, etc.). This is what is basically meant by a North-North
muscle drain in European football. The English Premier League is the most
internationalised labour market in European football, a fact that triggered the
writing of the Meltdown Report in December 2007 after the English national
squad had not been able to qualify for the Euro 2008 final stage (Professional
Footballers Association, 2007). During the 2007-08 football season only 196
players in the Premier League were not foreign while foreigners originated
from 66 different countries. This is to be compared with only 23 foreigners

playing in the Premier League when it was created (1992).

Table 1: Share of foreign players in professional football, pre- and post-

Bosman (%)

1st division

championship 1995 1996 1999 2005 2006
England 34 34 37 56 55
France 18 18 22 36 36
Germany 19 27 39 50 41
Italy 14 17 33 31 31
Spain 20 29 40 28 32

More generally, in European football, the average number of foreign players
per team has increased from 4.8 to 9.8 between 1995 and 2006. For instance,
Arsenal played the Champions League final 2005 with only two British players
on the pitch and today there are few English players in the team. The
internationalisation of European professional football teams appears to be
widespread across the best Champions League participants (Chelsea,
Manchester United, Barcelona, Real Madrid, etc.) which can now be depicted

as multinational companies (Andreff, 2008).
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The other side of the coin is the selection of players enrolled abroad in an
increasing number of national squads. During the football World Cup in 2006
the overall number of players selected in national squads was 736 out of
which 392 (53%) were playing abroad. The extreme case was the Ivory Coast
(Cote d’lvoire) team where all the players were registered in foreign leagues
and clubs. Even national squads of developed countries are affected by
labour market globalisation. The 2006 French football squad encompassed 13
players registered abroad. The only dividing line among European countries,
with regards to North-North muscle drain is that some countries are net
importers of foreign players (England, Spain, Germany) whereas some others

are net exporters (France, Belgium, Portugal, Denmark).

2.2. South-North international mobility

South-North athlete mobility is a crucial facet of muscle drain — even more
than North-North player transfers. Nearly half of foreign players operating in
the five major European football leagues originate from developing countries.
The percentage is even higher if we look at second rank leagues like Belgium
or Portugal and second and third division clubs of the big five European
football countries. For example, in the French professional football league
(Ligue du Football Professionnel), 50% of foreign players are from African

countries.

Empirical evidence shows that muscle drain is a net South to North flow, i.e.
the South is net exporter and the North is net importer. France is a typical
case in point: 13 out of 45 foreign players who entered the French Ligue 1 in
2007-2008 were from developing countries while 3 out of 54 players who
moved abroad have left for a developing country. The balance is a net import
of 10 players from developing countries. Seen from the South, a similar
orientation is witnessed. From 1989 to 1997, over 2,000 Brazilian players
migrated to European football clubs, and there were still 654 that moved in
2002, increasing to 857 in 2004 (Table 2). Their first destination is Portugal,
then other European countries. Hundreds of African and other Latin American

football players are transferred to European clubs every year.
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Table 2: Transfers of Brazilian players abroad

2002 2003 2004

Total 654 787 857
Moving to: Nb % Nb % Nb %

Europe 365 55.8 454 57.7 435 50.8
Portugal
(1st destination) 141 21.6 141 17.9 132 15.4
Asia 94 14.4 128 16.3 169 19.7
South America 80 12.2 71 9.0 95 11.1
Africa 53 8.1 65 8.3 79 9.2
North-Central America 60 9.2 67 8.5 68 7.9
Oceania 2 0.3 2 0.3 11 1.3

The same South-North muscle drain is observed from developing countries to
North America even though we do not focus so much on such empirical facts
in Europe. Just to mention a few of them, 1,300 players in Major League
Baseball are citizens from the Dominican Republic; a number of African and
Latin American players operate in the National Basketball Association; and
Czech and Russian superstar players are often hired by National Hockey

League teams.

Since the late 1980s, post-communist transition economies from Central
Eastern Europe and former Soviet Union have become significant athlete net
exporters so that they can compare — and indeed compete — with developing
countries in the global labour market for sporting talents. For example, from
1990 to 1997, over 600 professional football players, 520 ice hockey players,
300 handball and volleyball players, 100 ice skaters and 20 coaches moved
abroad from the former USSR. With economic recovery in Russia, nowadays

a reverse flow has emerged of importing foreign players in the best
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performing Russian clubs, like the 2008 UEFA Cup winner, Zenith St.

Petersburg.

There is another side of the coin: national squads of developing (and
transition) countries now comprise many players whose club affiliations are
outside their home domestic league. This is exhibited in Table 3 for the five
African squads that qualified for the 2002 football World Cup; overall only 21%
of their players were affiliated to their home domestic league. The same
observation can be made at the football African Cup of Nations, one of three

major football tournaments held by the Confederation of African Football.

Table 3: Geographic distribution of domestic team affiliation, African
2002 World Cup players

Domestic team

affiliation Cameroon Nigeria Senegal S. Africa Tunisia Total
Home country - 2 1 7 14 24
Africa - - 1 - - 1
England 4 4 - 3 - 11
France 7 3 20 - 2 32
Germany 1 - - 2 1 4
Italy 3 - - 1 3

Spain 4 1 - - - 5
Other European 3 11 1 10 3 28
Rest of World 1 2 - - - 3
Total 23 23 23 23 23 115

Source: Gerrard (2002).

2.3. International teenage player transfers

International teenage player transfers is the most controversial aspect of the

muscle drain business, and has been outlawed by FIFA rules adopted in 2001

that forbid transferring from abroad football players below the age of eighteen.
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Indeed, such transfers emerged in the late 1980s, but importing teenage
players from developing countries was boosted by liberalisation and the
resulting globalisation of the football labour market after 1995. Many clubs
increasingly looked for a substitute to more mobile European superstar

players by recruiting younger and cheaper talents from the Third World.

During the 1990s, 4,809 foreign players, aged from six to sixteen, originating
from Latin American and African countries were found in Italian football clubs.
In the Netherlands, 33 football clubs have been sued by the immigration office
for illicit importation of Latin American and African players. Belgian football
clubs were — and still are — utilised as “nursery hubs” for training African
players before their transfer to major European leagues. In 2000, 15 young
African players lodged a complaint in the Belgian court against professional
clubs and players’ agents, complaining “trade and trafficking of human beings”

- a case that they eventually won (Tshimanga Bakadiababu, 2001).

Often spotted by players’ agents at the African Cup of Nations — which is
nicknamed the “cattle fair” - teenage players are invited for a trial in European
clubs, and recruited when the trial is successful. When a trial is unsuccessful,
they are often abandoned by both clubs and players’ agents without a labour
contract and a return airplane ticket to their home country. Thus they are left
de facto in a position as illegal migrant workers and, sometimes, are targeted
by the police. Some cases caused so much outrage in France that the French
Minister for Sports, Ms. Buffet, commissioned a report (Donzel, 1999) which
confirmed the existence of extremely bad practices by clubs and players’
agents as regards to African teenage players. After a decade of such
controversial teenage transfers, UEFA reacted in 2001 with new regulations,
article 19 of which came up with the statement that “international transfer is
allowed only if the player is at least eighteen”. However, three exceptions
(unwillingly) left the door open to regulation being circumvented: teenage
transfers were allowed when their parents move abroad for reasons that are
not linked to football (how do you demonstrate it?); when it is a transfer across
EU countries; and when a teenage player is living close to the border of a

foreign country.

16



As a consequence, teenage muscle drain has not been eliminated even
though it is less publicised now that it is clearly illegal. One can still find some
cases reported by the press. Let us mention one of them: by end of 2002, Isa
Mohammed (Nigeria) was transferred to a first division Polish nursery club,
and his transfer was supposed to be the rocket pad toward his international
career in a major European football league. Unfortunately, he was injured,
then skipped away from the team and eventually abandoned by the club.

2.4. The tip of the iceberg: changing citizenship (naturalisation)

A small, though rapidly increasing, aspect in the international migration of
sporting talent is where an athlete or player demands that they change his/her
citizenship (naturalisation), which is the most visible and tricky part of muscle
drain. The number of naturalized citizens in national squads competing at

Athens Olympics 2004 was far from negligible (Table 4).

Table 4 - Naturalized athletes at Athens Olympics

National squads of: Number of naturalized
athletes

Germany 12
France 29*
Greece 28
Italy 9
European Union overall 99
Australia 13
Canada 9
United States 13
Israel 16

* including by marriage and collective naturalization.
Source: Andreff (2006a).

Table 5 illustrates that there were 29 naturalized athletes in the French

national squad for the Athens Olympics in 2004. 22 of the athletes originated
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from developing countries and 6 from transition economies. Poli and Gillon
(2006) provide a more comprehensive picture: they found 270 naturalized
athletes at the Athens Olympics out of which 41 originated from Africa, 43
from Asia, 57 from America, and 120 from Europe. Those 270 athletes were
respectively selected in national squads of European (187), American (35),
Asian (25) and African (5) countries, and in Oceania’s squads (17). The
balance again shows a net outflow of naturalized athletes from developing

countries and a net inflow in developed countries.

Table 5 - Naturalized athletes in the French national squad, Athens

Olympics

Name Discipline Home country Relative GDP
per capita*
Aka Akesse V. wrestling Ivory Coast 37 times
Barber E. long jump Sierra Leone 16.9
Dehiba H. 1500 m Morocco 20
Djones L. 400 m, 4x400 m Ivory Coast 37
Douhou A. 4x400 m Ivory Coast 37
El Hassan marathon Morocco 20
Lassini
El Himer D. marathon Morocco 20
Esarok L. 1500 m Morocco 20
Helaouzy A. 4x400 m Morocco 20
Honyang P. badminton China 26
Karabatic N. handball Serbia Montenegro 11.4
Karbanenko D. gymnastics Russia 8.2
Kiraly H. fencing (sword) Hungary 3.4
Mang V. 100 m, 4x100 m Cameroon 37
Martins M. 5000 m Cap Verde 17
Matam D. weight lifting Cameroon 37
Maury M. 5000 m Kenya 69
N'Dicka S. weight lifting Cameroon 37
N'Thépé A.l. 4x400 m Cameroon 37
Okori R.F. 100 m hurdle Equatorial Guinea 5.2
Quieter Maraoui marathon Morocco 20
R.
Ramalanirina N. 100 m hurdle Madagascar 133
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Sghyr S. 10000 m Morocco 20
Stoyanov S. badminton Bulgaria 10.8
Szabo M. handball Hungary 3.4
Thebar K. horse riding Germany 1.02
Wade H. 4x400 m Senegal 46
Wright V. badminton Bulgaria 10,8
Yemouni M. 1500 m Morocco 20

* France GDP per capita divided by home country's GDP per capita.
Source: Andreff (2006a).

A forthcoming issue resulting from increasingly numerous naturalisations,
which has urgently to be dealt with, is what will be the meaning, status and
recognition of national squads in the future. The Qatari strategy of naturalising
African and Latin American athletes practically overnight (more exactly within
a fortnight deadline) is of particular concern. All the more so since such a
strategy spreads throughout Gulf countries. What will be the impact on

national squads if this strategy is adopted by countries throughout the world?

3. The economic determinants of muscle drain

Contrary to brain drain, muscle drain is a topic in which there is little coverage
within economics literature. One reason for such a position is that some
determinants of muscle drain are not economic: some athletes simply have a
double citizenship by birth or otherwise, other athletes follow their parents
international relocation for non sport motives and then get naturalized, while
some look for the opportunity of being selected in a (weaker) national squad
of a foreign country and so on. As an economist, | would not stick to these
drivers of muscle drain which are athlete-specific. However, in the past

decades, economic determinants have increasingly prevailed.

3.1. The determinants of North-North muscle drain

When it comes to North-North muscle drain, a major determinant is wage
differentials across different sports and different developed market

economies. If one compares average monthly wages in different sports in a
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same country, money distribution appears to be very much uneven. In 2007,
the average individual wage was €44,000 per month in Ligue 1 of French
football, €11,000 in Ligue 2, €12,500 in the cycling Pro Tour, €7,000 in
basketball A (1% division), €6,500 in rugby Top 14, and €1,500 in athletics
Ligue Pro (about 30 times less than in Ligue 1). It is clear that the French
labour market for sporting talent is unevenly attractive to muscle drain
depending on the sporting discipline and compared with other potential
importing countries where wage distribution by sport discipline is probably
different (though we do not know any study comparing relative wages
between sports on an international scale). Available data provides an insight
of the wage differentials that exist within the football industry across
developed market economies. For instance, the average monthly wage in the
English Premier League was €145,000 in 2007 (three times higher than in
French league) and €45,500 in the Championship (four times higher than in
the French second division). This obviously explains why so many French
football players move to English clubs and so few (if any) English players are
hired by French clubs.

A comprehensive explanation of wage differentials between English and
French football leagues would lead us into economic theory of professional
sports leagues (Andreff, 2009) and variants of league regulation in European
football (Andreff & Bourg, 2006), which is beyond the limits of this paper. 